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1
SPARK PLUG REDUCING METAL SHELL TO
IMPROVE FOULING RESISTANCE

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a spark plug for use in an
internal combustion engine or the like.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

A spark plug is used in a combustion apparatus such as
internal combustion engine (sometimes simply referred to as
“engine”) for ignition of an air-fuel mixture in a combustion
chamber of the combustion apparatus. In general, the spark
plug includes an insulator having an axial hole in an axis
direction of the spark plug, a center electrode inserted in a
front end side of the axial hole, a metal shell arranged around
an outer circumferential surface of the insulator and a ground
electrode joined to a front end portion of the metal shell so as
to define a spark discharge gap between the center electrode
and the ground electrode. A leg portion is formed on a front
end side of the insulator such that an annular clearance is left
between an outer circumferential surface of the leg portion
and an inner circumferential surface of the metal shell. Fur-
ther, a step portion and an engagement portion are formed on
the inner circumferential surface of the metal shell and the
outer circumferential surface of the insulator, respectively,
such that the insulator is held in the metal shell by engage-
ment of the engagement portion on the step portion via a
metal plate packing (see, for example, Japanese Laid-Open
Patent Publication No. H10-289777).

There is a possibility that carbon substance is generated by
incomplete combustion of the air-fuel mixture in the combus-
tion chamber and deposited on the surface of the leg portion.
With the progress of such carbon deposition, the surface of
the leg portion may be covered and fouled with the carbon
deposit. In this case, the spark plug fails to cause a normal
spark discharge in the spark discharge gap but can cause an air
discharge between the insulator and the metal shell in the
inner side of the clearance by the flow of electric current from
the center electrode to the metal shell through the carbon
deposit.

In recent years, the metal shell has been reduced in diam-
eter for size reduction (diameter reduction) of the spark plug.
However, the diameter reduction of the metal shell leads to a
decrease in the size of the clearance between the inner cir-
cumferential surface of the metal shell and the outer circum-
ferential surface ofthe leg portion in a direction perpendicular
to the axis direction. As a result, the occurrence of an air
discharge between the insulator and the metal shell due to the
carbon deposit becomes of more concern.

It is conceivable to elongate the leg portion in order to
achieve good fouling resistance even in the case where the
metal shell is relatively small in diameter. In this technique,
the entry of carbon substance into the inner side of the clear-
ance, in which the occurrence of an air discharge is of par-
ticular concern, can be more assuredly prevented by the elon-
gated leg portion for improvement in fouling resistance as the
size of the clearance in the direction perpendicular to the axis
direction is made relatively small.

When the leg portion is elongated, however, the front end
part (leg portion) of the insulator is readily overheated during
operation of the internal combustion engine or the like. It is
thus likely that pre-ignition will occur by the action of the
overheated front end part (leg portion) of the insulator as a
heat source. As the front end part (leg portion) of the insulator
has more tendency to be overheated with the recent improve-
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2

ment of engine output performance, the occurrence of pre-
ignition becomes of more concern. For these reasons, it has
been demanded to improve the fouling resistance of the spark
plug without elongating the leg portion for prevention of
overheating of the leg portion (i.e. for prevention of pre-
ignition).

The present invention has been established in view of the
above circumstances. An advantage of the present invention is
a spark plug capable of achieving very good fouling resis-
tance even when it is of particular concern that an air dis-
charge occurs between an insulator and a metal shell by
diameter reduction of the metal shell.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Hereinafter, configurations suitable for achieving the
advantage of the present invention will be described below.
Specific functions and effects of the respective aspects will
also be described below as needed.

Configuration 1.

In accordance with a first aspect of the present invention,
there is provided a spark plug, comprising:

a cylindrical insulator having an axial hole in an axis direc-
tion of the spark plug;

a center electrode inserted in a front end side of the axial
hole; and

a cylindrical metal shell arranged around an outer circum-
ferential surface of the insulator,

the metal shell having a thread portion formed on an outer
circumferential surface thereof for mounting of the spark
plug and a step portion formed on an inner circumferential
surface thereof,

the insulator having an engagement portion held on the step
portion of the metal shell via an annular plate packing and a
leg portion located front of the engagement portion with a
clearance left between an outer circumferential surface of the
leg portion and the inner circumferential surface of the metal
shell,

wherein the thread portion has a thread diameter of M12 or
smaller; and

wherein, assuming that: [ (mm) is a distance from a front
end of a contact region of the plate packing with the metal
shell toward the front in the axis direction; and A (mm) is a
size of the clearance in a direction perpendicular to the axis
direction, when the clearance has a site where the size A
becomes 0.5 mm or smaller, the site of the clearance where
the size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller is located at or rear of
aposition of 2 mm from the front end of the contact region of
the plate packing with the metal shell toward the front in the
axis direction, and the spark plug satisfies a relationship of
A=z1.x0.240.2 (mm) within a range of 3.0=[.<4.0.

In order to efficiently transfer heat from the insulator to the
metal shell and thereby more assuredly prevent overheating
of'the leg portion, it is preferable that the clearance has the site
where the size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller. It is more
preferable that a length of the site of the clearance where the
size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller in the axis direction is set
to a predetermined value (e.g. 0.5 mm) or larger.

Further, it is preferable that a length of the leg portion in the
axis direction is set to a relatively small value (e.g. 14 mm or
smaller) in order to more effectively prevent overheating of
the leg portion.

Configuration 2.

In accordance with a second aspect of the present inven-
tion, there is provided a spark plug according to configuration
1, wherein, assuming that B (mm) is a thickness of the insu-
lator in the direction perpendicular to the axis direction, the
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spark plug satisfies a relationship of Bz-0.2xL+1.8 (mm)
within the range of 3.0<[.=4.0.
Configuration 3.

In accordance with a third aspect of the present invention,
there is provided a spark plug according to configuration 1 or
2, wherein a radius difference between an inner radius of an
innermost circumferential part of the step portion and an
inner radius of an outermost circumferential part of the con-
tactregion of the step portion with the plate packing is 1.8 mm
or larger.

In configuration 1, the thread portion of the metal shell has
athread diameter of M12 or smaller (that is, the metal shell is
small in diameter). It is thus of concern that an air discharge
occurs between the insulator and the metal shell by the depo-
sition of carbon substance on the surface of the leg portion in
the spark plug.

In view of such concern, the site of the clearance where the
size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller is located at or rear of the
position of 2 mm from the front end of the contact region of
the plate packing with the metal shell toward the front in the
direction of the axis CL1 in configuration 1. At the site of the
clearance where the size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller, an air
discharge is particularly likely to occur between the inner
circumferential surface of the metal shell and the outer cir-
cumferential surface of the insulator by the deposition of
carbon substance on the surface of the insulator. Even when
there is the site of the clearance where the relationship of
A<0.5mm s satisfied, this site is located in the innermost side
of the clearance and is made sufficiently small in length in
configuration 1. It is thus possible to assuredly prevent the
occurrence of an air discharge between the metal shell and the
insulator even in the case where some carbon substance is
deposited on the leg portion. Accordingly, the spark plug is
improved in fouling resistance.

Further, the relationship of A=1.x0.2+0.2 (mm) is satisfied
within the range of 3.0=<[.=<4.0 in configuration 1. Namely, the
size of the clearance is set sufficiently large corresponding to
the distance L. within the range of 3.0=<[.=4.0. It is thus pos-
sible to assuredly prevent the occurrence of an air discharge
within the range of 3.0<.<4.0. The combination of these
structural features leads to dramatic improvement in fouling
resistance.

The fouling resistance of the spark plug is improved by
satisfaction of the relationship of A=[.x0.2+0.2 (mm) within
the range of 3.0<[.=4.0. However, the withstand voltage char-
acteristics of the insulator are deteriorated when the thickness
B of the insulator becomes excessively reduced for satisfac-
tion of the above relationship. By such deterioration in with-
stand voltage characteristics, there arises a possibility of an
abnormal discharge occurring between the center electrode
and the metal shell through the insulator with the application
of a voltage to the center electrode.

In view of such a problem, the relationship of B=—0.2xL+
1.8 (mm) is satisfied within the range of 3.0=[.<4.0 in con-
figuration 2. As the thickness B of the insulator is set suffi-
ciently large corresponding to the distance L, it is possible to
provide the insulator with good withstand voltage character-
istics and assuredly prevent the occurrence of an abnormal
discharge through the insulator.

It is conceivable to increase the size A of the clearance by
increasing the inner radius of the innermost circumferential
part of the step portion. In such a case, however, the radius
difference between the inner radius of the innermost circum-
ferential part of the step portion and the inner radius of the
outermost circumferential part of the contact region of the
step portion with the plate packing become small and, by
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extension, the area of the contact region of the step portion
with the plate packing becomes small. This can result in
deterioration of gas tightness.

Inview of such a problem, the radius differenceis setto 1.8
mm or larger in configuration 3. As the area of the contact
region of the step portion with the plate packing is made
sufficiently large, it is possible to secure a sufficient contact
area of the step portion and the plate packing and attain good
gas tightness between the metal shell and the insulator.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1is a partially cutaway elevation view of a spark plug
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a partially cutaway elevation view showing the
size A of a clearance etc. in the spark plug according to the one
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 3 is a partially cutaway elevation view showing the
structure of a plate packing in a spark plug according to
another embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 4 is a partially cutaway elevation view showing the
structure of a metal shell in a spark plug according to still
another embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 5 is a partially cutaway elevation view showing the
structure of a metal shell in a spark plug according to yet
another embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

Hereinafter, one embodiment of the present invention will
be described below. FIG. 1 is a partially cutaway elevation
view of a spark plug 1 according to one embodiment of the
present invention. It is herein noted that the direction of an
axis CL1 of the spark plug 1 corresponds to the vertical
direction of FIG. 1 where the front and rear sides of the spark
plug 1 are shown on the bottom and top sides of FIG. 1,
respectively.

The spark plug 1 includes a ceramic insulator 2 as a cylin-
drical insulator and a cylindrical metal cell 3 holding therein
the ceramic insulator 2.

The ceramic insulator 2 is made of sintered alumina as is
generally known and has, as its outer shape, a rear body
portion 10 located on a rear end side thereof, a large-diameter
portion 11 located front of the rear body portion 10 and
protruding radially outwardly, a middle body portion 12
located front of the large-diameter portion 11 and made
smaller in diameter than the large-diameter portion 11 and a
leg portion 13 located front of the middle body portion 12 and
made smaller in diameter than the middle body portion 12.
Herein, the large-diameter portion 11, the middle body por-
tion 12 and major part of the leg portion 13 of the ceramic
insulator 2 are accommodated in the metal shell 3. The
ceramic insulator 2 also has an engagement portion 14
tapered toward the front at a location between the middle
body portion 12 and the leg portion 13 such that the ceramic
insulator 2 can be held in the metal shell 3 by means of the
engagement portion 14. In the present embodiment, the
length X of the leg portion 13 in the direction of the axis CL.1
is set to a relatively small value (e.g. 14 mm or smaller) in
order to prevent overheating of the front end part (leg portion
13) of the ceramic insulator 2 during operation of an internal
combustion engine or the like.

An axial hole 4 is formed through the ceramic insulator 2 in
the direction of the axis CL1. A center electrode 5 is inserted
and fixed in a front end side of the axial hole 4. In the present
embodiment, the center electrode 5 has an inner layer SA
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made of high-thermal-conductivity metal material (such as
copper, copper alloy or pure nickel (Ni)) and an outer layer 5B
made of Ni-based alloy. The center electrode 5 is formed as a
whole into a rod shape (cylindrical column shape) and
retained in the ceramic insulator 2 with a front end portion of
the center electrode 5 protruding from a front end of the
ceramic insulator 2. For improvement in durability, a cylin-
drical column-shaped tip of high-wear-resistance metal (such
as iridium alloy or platinum alloy) is joined to the front end
portion of the center electrode 5 in the present embodiment.

A terminal electrode 6 is inserted and fixed in a rear end
side of the axial hole 4 with a rear end portion of the terminal
electrode 6 protruding from a rear end of the ceramic insulator
2.

A cylindrical column-shaped resistive element 7 is dis-
posed between the center electrode 5 and the terminal elec-
trode 6 within the axial hole 4 and is electrically connected at
opposite ends thereof to the center electrode 5 and the termi-
nal electrode 6 via conductive glass seal layers 8 and 9,
respectively.

The metal shell 3 is made of metal such as low carbon steel
(e.g. S25C) in a cylindrical shape and has, on an outer cir-
cumferential surface thereof, a thread portion (male thread
portion) 15 adapted for mounting the spark plug 1 onto a
combustion apparatus such as internal combustion engine or
fuel cell processing device and a seat portion 16 located rear
of'the thread portion 15 and protruding radially outwardly. A
ring-shaped gasket 18 is fitted around a thread neck 17 on a
rear end of the thread portion 15. The metal shell 3 also has,
on a rear end side thereof, a tool engagement portion 19
formed into a hexagonal cross section so as to engage with a
tool such as wrench for mounting the spark plug 1 onto the
combustion apparatus as well as a crimp portion 20 bent
radially inwardly at a rear end of the metal shell 3. In the
present embodiment, the metal shell 3 is made smaller in
diameter such that the thread portion 15 has a thread diameter
of M12 or smaller for size reduction (diameter reduction) of
the spark plug 1.

The metal shell 3 has, on an inner circumferential surface
thereof, a step portion 21 tapered down and gradually
decreasing in diameter toward the front so as to hold thereon
the ceramic insulator 2. The ceramic insulator 2 is inserted in
the metal shell 3 from the rear toward the front and then fixed
in the metal shell 3 by crimping an open rear end portion of the
metal shell 3 radially inwardly, with the engagement portion
14 of the ceramic insulator 2 engaged on the step portion 21
of the metal shell 3 via an annular plate packing 22, and
thereby forming the crimp portion 20. The plate packing 22 is
held between the engagement portion 14 and the step portion
21 so as to maintain the gas tightness of a combustion cham-
ber of the combustion apparatus and prevent fuel gas from
leaking to the outside through a clearance space between the
leg portion 13 of the ceramic insulator 2, which is exposed to
the combustion chamber, and the inner circumferential sur-
face of the metal shell 3. Further, the inner diameter of part of
the metal shell 3 located front of the step portion 21 is made
uniform along the direction of the axis CL1.

In order to secure more complete seal by crimping, annular
ring members 23 and 24 are disposed between the metal shell
3 and the ceramic insulator 2 within the rear end portion of the
metal shell 3; and the space between the ring members 23 and
34 is filled with a powder of talc 25. In other words, the metal
shell 3 holds therein the ceramic insulator 2 via the plate
packing 22, the ring members 23 and 24 and the talc 25.

A ground electrode 27 is joined to a front end portion 26 of
the metal shell 3 and bent at a middle portion thereof such that
a distal end portion of the ground electrode 27 faces the front
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end portion of the center electrode 5. There is thus defined a
spark discharge gap 28 between the front end portion of the
center electrode 5 (tip 31) and the distal end portion of the
ground electrode 27. In this spark discharge gap 28, a spark
discharge is caused substantially along the direction of the
axis CL1.

In the present embodiment, an annular clearance 33 is left
between the outer circumferential surface of the leg portion
13 and the inner circumferential surface of the metal shell 3 as
shown in FIG. 2. It is herein assumed that: . (mm) is a
distance from a front end 22F of a contact region of the plate
packing 22 with the metal shell 3 (step portion 21) toward the
front in the direction of the axis CL1; and A (mm) is a size of
the clearance 33 in a direction perpendicular to the direction
of'the axis CL1. The spark plug 1 is so configured that the size
A of the clearance 33 is at least larger than 0.5 mm on a front
side with respect to a position of 2 mm from the front end 22E
of the contact region of the plate packing 22 with the metal
shell 3 toward the front in the direction of the axis CL1 (i.e.
the spark plug 1 is so configured as to satisfy the relationship
of A>0.5 within the range of .>2.0). At a site of the clearance
33 where the size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller, an air
discharge is particularly likely to occur between the inner
circumferential surface of the metal shell 3 and the outer
circumferential surface of the ceramic insulator 2 by the
deposition of carbon substance on the leg portion 13. In the
present embodiment, the site of the clearance 33 where the
relationship of A<0.5 mm can be satisfied is located at or rear
of'the position of 2 mm from the front end 22F of the contact
region of the plate packing 22 with the metal shell 3 toward
the front in the direction of the axis CL1. Even when there is
the site of the clearance 33 where the relationship of A<0.5
mm is satisfied, this site is located in the innermost side of the
clearance and is made sufficiently small in length.

In the present embodiment, the site where the size A is 0.5
mm or smaller is provided in at least part of the clearance 33
located at or rear of the position of 2 mm from the front end
22K toward the front; and the length of the site of the clear-
ance 33 where the size A is 0.5 mm or smaller in the direction
of'the axis CL1 is set to a predetermined value (e.g. 0.5 mm)
or larger. In such a configuration, heat of the leg portion 13
and heat of the center electrode 5 are efficiently transferred to
the metal shell 3 from through the ceramic insulator 2 even
though the front end part of the leg portion 13 protrudes from
the front end of the metal shell 3 and tends to reach a high
temperature during operation of the internal combustion
engine or the like and even though the front end portion of the
center electrode 5 (tip 31) protrudes from the front end of the
ceramic insulator 5. This makes it possible to effectively
prevent overheating of the leg portion 13 and the center elec-
trode 5.

The spark plug 1 is also so configured to satisfy the rela-
tionship of A=[.x0.2+40.2 (mm) within the range RA of
3.0=L.=4.0 (i.e. within the front side range with respect to the
position of 2.0 mm from the front end 22E toward the front, in
which the occurrence of an air discharge is of particular
concern).

In the present embodiment, the outer circumferential sur-
face of part of the leg portion 13 located between the position
of 2.0 mm from the front end 22E toward the front and the
position of 4.0 mm from the front end 22E toward the front is
decreased in diameter at a given rate. Namely, the outline of
the leg portion 13 is made straight within the range of
2.0=0.=4.0 when taken in cross section along the axis CL.1.

Furthermore, the spark plug 1 is so configured as to satisfy
the relationship of B=-0.2xL.+1.8 (mm) within the range of
3.0=L=4.0 assuming that B (mm) is a thickness of the ceramic
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insulator 2 in the direction perpendicular to the direction of
the axis CL1. By satisfaction of the relationship of A=[.x0.2+
0.2 (mm) within the range of 3.0<[.=4.0, it is possible to set
the size A of the clearance 33 to be sufficiently large and
prevent the occurrence of an air discharge. On the other hand,
it is possible to secure the sufficient thickness B ofthe ceramic
insulator 2 and impart good voltage resistance to the ceramic
insulator 2 by satisfaction of the relationship of B=—0.2xI+
1.8 (mm) within the range of 3.0=<[.<4.0.

In addition, the radius difference C between the inner
radius of the innermost circumferential part of the step por-
tion 21 and the inner radius of the outermost circumferential
part of the contact region of the step portion 21 with the plate
packing 22 is set to 1.8 mm or larger so as to secure a
sufficiently large area of contact between the step portion 21
and the plate packing 22.

As described above, the site of the clearance 33 where the
size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller is located at or rear of the
position of 2 mm from the front end 22E of the contact region
of'the plate packing 22 with the metal shell 3 toward the front
in the direction of the axis CL1 in the present embodiment.
That is, the site of the clearance 33 where the relationship of
A=0.5 mm is satisfied is located in the innermost side of the
clearance and is made sufficiently small in length. It is thus
possible to assuredly prevent the occurrence of an air dis-
charge between the metal shell 2 and the ceramic insulator 3
even in the case where some carbon substance is deposited on
the leg portion 13. Accordingly, the spark plug 1 is improved
in fouling resistance.

Further, the relationship of A=1.x0.2+0.2 (mm) is satisfied
within the range of 3.0=[.=<4.0 in the present embodiment.
Namely, the size of the clearance 33 is set sufficiently large
corresponding to the distance . within the range of
3.0=L.=4.0. It is thus possible to assuredly prevent the occur-
rence of an air discharge within the range of 3.0<[.<4.0. The
combination of the above structural features leads to dramatic
improvement in fouling resistance.

Furthermore, the relationship of B=-0.2x[.+1.8 (mm) is
satisfied within the range 0f 3.0<.<4.0. As the thickness B of
the ceramic insulator 2 is set sufficiently large corresponding
to the distance L, it is possible to provide the ceramic insulator
2 with good withstand voltage characteristics and assuredly
prevent the occurrence of an abnormal discharge through the
ceramic insulator 2.

In addition, the radius difference C is set to 1.8 mm or
larger. As the area of the contact region of the step portion 21
with the plate packing 22 is made sufficiently large, it is
possible to secure a sufficient contact area of the step portion
21 and the plate packing 22 and attain good gas tightness
between the ceramic insulator 2 and the metal shell 3.

In order to verify the effects of the above embodiment,
spark plug samples were each prepared by forming a clear-
ance with a size A of 0.5 mm or smaller within the range of
0.0=<L.=3.0 starting from the front end of the contact region of
the plate packing with the metal shell and varying the length
of the clearance in the axis direction (corresponding to the
distance L). Each of the samples was tested by fouling resis-
tance evaluation test according to JIS D1606.

The fouling resistance evaluation test was conducted as
follows. A test vehicle with a 1.3-L, 4-cylinder, naturally-
aspirated MPI engine was placed on a chassis dynamometer
in a low-temperature test room (—10° C.). Each of the samples
was fixed to the engine of the test vehicle. After the engine
was subjected to idling three times, the test vehicle was driven
in third gear at 35 km/h for 40 seconds. The engine was
subjected to idling for 90 seconds. The test vehicle was sub-
sequently driven in third gear at 35 km/h for 40 seconds.
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Then, the engine was once stopped and cooled down. After
the engine was subjected to idling three times, the vehicle was
driven in first gear at 15 knv/h for 20 seconds. This driving
operation was repeated three times while stopping the engine
for 30 seconds after each driving operation. After that, the
engine was stopped. Assuming the above series of test pattern
procedure as 1 cycle, the insulation resistance between the
center electrode and the metal shell of the sample was mea-
sured every cycle to determine the number of cycles by which
the insulation resistance became 10 MQ or lower. The fouling
resistance of the sample was evaluated as inadequate and
marked with the symbol “x” when the number of cycles by
which the insulation resistance became 10 MQ or lower (re-
ferred to as “10-MQ cycle number”) was 5 or less. On the
other hand, the fouling resistance of the sample was evaluated
as good and marked with the symbol “c” when the 10-MQ
cycle number was 6 or more. The fouling resistance evalua-
tion test results are shown in TABLE 1.

In each sample, the thread diameter of the thread potion
was set to M12; the opposite side dimension of the tool
engagement portion was set to 14 mm; the distance from the
front end ofthe metal shell to the center of the spark discharge
gap along the axis was set to 3.5 mm; and the size of the spark
discharge gap was set to 1.0 mm. Further, a tip of iridium alloy
was joined to the front end portion of the center electrode in
each sample; and all of the samples were of the same heat
value (heat value 7) (the same applies to the following).

The size A of the clearance was set to 0.75 mm at a position
of L=3.0 mm and set to 0.90 mm at a position of L=4.0 mm.
(In other words, the relationship of A=.x0.2+0.2 (mm) was
not satisfied within the range of 3.0=[.<4.0.)

TABLE 1
Length (mm) of clearance 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0
where A 0.5 mm
10-MQ cycle number 8 8 8 7 5 5
Evaluation result O O O O

As shown in TABLE 1, the samples in which the clearance
had a size A of 0.5 mm or smaller and a length of 2.0 mm or
smaller, i.e., in which the site of the clearance where the size
A became 0.5 mm or smaller was located at or rear of the
position of 2 mm from the front end of the contact region of
the plate packing with the metal shell toward the front in the
axis direction showed good fouling resistance. The reason for
this is assumed that the site of the clearance where the size A
was 0.5 mm or smaller, in which the occurrence of air dis-
charge due to carbon deposition was of particular concern,
was located in the innermost side of the clearance and made
sufficiently small in length.

Next, spark plug samples were prepared by varying the size
A of the clearance at a position of L.=3.0 mm and the size A of
the clearance at a position of L=4.0 mm. Each of the samples
was by fouling resistance evaluation test in the same manner
as above. The fouling resistance evaluation test results are
shown in TABLES 2 and 3.

In each sample, the site of the clearance where the size A
was 0.5 mm or smaller was located in the innermost side of
the clearance; and the length of the site of the clearance where
the size A was 0.5 mm or smaller was set to 2.0 mm. Further,
the outer circumferential surface of the leg portion was
decreased in diameter at a given rate toward the front in the
axis direction within the range of 3.0<[.<4.0 so that the leg
portion had a straight outline when taken in cross section
along the axis (the same applies to the following).
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TABLE 2
L (mm) No. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
30Lx02+ SizeA 075 0.80 085 075 075 0.75 0.75
0.2 =0.80) (mm)
40(Lx0.2+ 090 0.90 090 095 1.00 1.05 1.10
0.2 = 1.00)
10-MQ cycle number 7 8 8 7 8 8 8
Evaluation result O O O O O o O
TABLE 3
L (mm) No. 8 9 10 11 12 13
3.0 Size A 080 090 1.00 1.10 1.20 1.30
(Lx02+02=0.80) (mm)
4.0 1.00 1.10 1.20 130 1.40 1.05
(Lx0.2+0.2=1.00)
10-MS2 cycle number 9 9 9 9 10 10
Evaluation result ® © © ® ® ©

As shown in TABLES 2 and 3, all of the samples showed
good fouling resistance. Among others, the samples (sample
Nos. 8 to 13) in which the relationship of A=.x0.2+0.2 (mm)
was satisfied within the range of 3.0=<[.=4.0 showed very
good fouling resistance. The reason for this is assumed that
the size of the clearance was set sufficiently large correspond-
ing to the distance L within the range of 3.0=[.<4.0 in which
the occurrence of an air discharge due to fouling was of
particular concern.

It has been shown by the above test results that it is pref-
erable to locate the site of the clearance where the size A
becomes 0.5 mm or smaller at or rear of the position of 2.0
mm from the front end of the contact region of the plate

10

packing with the metal shell toward the front in the direction

of'the axis CL.1 and, at the same time, satisfy the relationship

of Az[.x0.2+0.2 (mm) within the range of 3.0=<[.<4.0 for the

purpose of dramatic improvement in fouling resistance.
5 Further, spark plug samples were prepared by varying the
thickness B of the ceramic insulator at a position of L.=3.0 mm
and the thickness B of the ceramic insulator at a position of
L=4.0 mm. Each of the samples was tested by withstand
voltage evaluation test according to JIS B803 1. The withstand
voltage evaluation test was conducted as follows. Each of the
samples was fixed in a predetermined chamber after the
ground electrode was removed from the sample. The inside of
the chamber was set to a given high pressure. In this state, the
voltage (withstand voltage) at which a discharge occurred
between the center electrode and the metal shell through the
ceramic insulator was measured with the application of a
voltage to the center electrode. The withstand voltage char-
acteristics of the sample was evaluated as inadequate and
marked with the symbol “x” when the withstand voltage was
lower than 25 kV. The withstand voltage characteristics of the
sample was evaluated as rather poor and marked with the
symbol “A” when the withstand voltage was higher than or
equal to 25 kV and lower than 30 kV. The withstand voltage
characteristics of the sample was evaluated as good and
marked with the symbol “o” when the withstand voltage was
higher than or equal to 30 kV and lower than 35 kV. The
withstand voltage characteristics of the sample was evaluated
as very good and marked with the symbol “@” when the
withstand voltage was higher than or equal to 35 kV.

The withstand voltage evaluation test results are shown in
TABLES 4 and 5. In each sample, the relationship of A=I.x
0.2+40.2 was satisfied within the range of 3.0<L.=4.0. For
reference purposes, the size A of the clearance at L=3.0 mm
and the size A of the clearance at L=4.0 mm are indicated for
each sample in TABLES 4 and 5.
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TABLE 4
L (mm) No. 21 22 23 24
3.0 Thickness 1.55 1.50 1.40 1.30
(-0.2xL+1.8=1.20) B(mm) (A=075mm) (A=0.80mm) (A=0.90mm) (A=1.00mm)
4.0 1.40 1.30 1.20 1.10
(-0.2x L +1.8=1.00) (A=090mm) (A=1.00mm) (A=110mm) (A=120mm)
Withstand voltage (kV) 35 35 33 31
Evaluation result ® ®© o o
TABLE 5
L (mm) No. 25 26 27
3.0 Thickness 1.20 1.10 1.00
(-0.2xL+1.8=120) B (mm) (A=1.10mm) (A=120mm) (A=1.30mm)
4.0 1.00 0.90 0.80
(-0.2x L +1.8=1.00) (A=130mm) (A=140mm) (A=1.50mm)
Withstand voltage (kV) 30 28 27
Evaluation result o A A

55

As shown in TABLES 4 and 5, the samples (samples Nos.
21 to 25) in which the relationship of B2-0.2x[+1.8 (mm)
was satisfied within the range of 3.0<[.=4.0 had a withstand
voltage of 30 kV or higher and showed good withstand volt-
age characteristics. The reason for this is assumed that the
thickness B of the ceramic insulator was set sufficiently large
within the range of 3.0=<[.=4.0.

It has been shown by the above test results that it is pref-
erable to satisfy the relationship of Bz=-0.2xL.+1.8 (mm)
within the range of 3.0=<[.<4.0 for the purpose of more assur-
edly preventing deterioration of the withstand voltage char-
acteristics of the ceramic insulator caused due to increase in
the size A of the clearance within the range of 3.0<[.<4.0.

60

65
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Next, spark plug samples were prepared by varying the
radius difference C between the inner radius of the innermost
circumferential part of the step portion and the inner radius of
the outermost circumferential part of the contact region of the
step portion with the plate packing. Each of the samples was
tested by gas tightness evaluation test according to ISO
11565. The gas tightness evaluation test was conducted as
follows. Each of the samples was fixed in a predetermined
chamber. After the sample was heated to 200° C., an air
pressure of 2.0 MPa was applied to a front end part of the
sample. In this state, the amount of air leakage from between
the ceramic insulator and the metal shell was measured. The
gas tightness of the sample was evaluated as poor and marked
with the symbol “x” when the air leakage amount was 2
ml./min or more. The gas tightness of the sample was evalu-
ated as rather poor and marked with the symbol “A” when the
air leakage amount was 1 ml./min or more and less than 2
ml./min. The gas tightness of the sample was evaluated as
good and marked with the symbol “o” when the air leakage
amount was less than 1 mI./min. The gas tightness evaluation
test results are shown in TABLE 6. In ISO 11565, the gas
tightness is evaluated as good when the air leakage amount is
less than 2 m[./min. In other words, the gas tightness of each
sample was evaluated on more rigorous criteria in this evalu-
ation test than in ISO.

TABLE 6
Radius difference C (mm) 1.2 14 1.6 1.8 2.0 2.2
Evaluation result A A A O O O

As shown in TABLE 6, the samples in which the radius
difference C was set to 1.8 mm or larger showed good gas
tightness. The reason for this is assumed that the area of the
contact region of the step portion with the plate packing was
set sufficiently large so as to secure a sufficient contact area of
the step portion and the plate packing.

It has been shown by the above test results that it is pref-
erable to set the radius difference between the inner radius of
the innermost circumferential part of the step portion and the
inner radius of the outermost circumferential part of the con-
tact region of the step portion with the plate packing to be 1.8
mm or larger for the purpose of securing good gas tightness.

Although the present invention has been described above
with reference to the specific exemplary embodiment, the
present invention is not limited to the above exemplary
embodiment. For example, the present invention can alterna-
tively be embodied as described below. It is needless to say
that any application examples modifications other than the
following examples are possible.

(a) In the above embodiment, the front end 22E of the
contact region of the plate packing 22 with the metal shell 33
is located on the step portion 21. However, the front end 22E
of the contact region of the plate packing 22 with the metal
shell 33 is not necessarily located on the step portion 21. For
example, it is feasible to provide a plate packing 42 such that
a front end 42E of a contact region of the plate packing 42
with the metal shell 33 is located front of the step portion 21
as shown in FIG. 3.

(b) Although the part of the metal shell 3 located front of
the step portion 21 is made constant in inner diameter in the
direction of the axis CL1 in the above embodiment, it is
alternatively feasible to provide an annular groove portion 43
in the inner circumference of the part of the metal shell 3
located front of the step portion 21 as shown in FIG. 4.
Further, it is alternatively feasible that the part of the metal
shell 3 located front of the step portion 21 has an inner
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circumferential surface 44 gradually increasing in diameter
toward the rear as shown in FIG. 5. In these cases, the size A
of the clearance 33 is more assuredly increased in the inner
side of the clearance 33. This makes it possible that the site of
the clearance 33 where the size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller
can be more assuredly located at or rear of the position of 2
mm from the front end 22E toward the front in the direction of
the axis CL.2. This also makes it easier that the spark plug can
satisfy the relationship of Az[.x0.2+0.2 (mm) within the
range of 3.0=<[.=<4.0. As there occurs no change in the thick-
ness B of the ceramic insulator 2, the spark plug can easily
satisfy the relationship of B=-0.2x[.+1.8 (mm) within the
range of 3.0=[.=4.0.

(c) In the above embodiment, the ground electrode 27 is
joined to the front end portion 26 of the metal shell 3. It is
alternatively feasible to form the ground electrode by cutting
apart of the metal shell (or a part of a front-end metal member
previously joined to the metal shell) (see, for example, Japa-
nese Laid-Open Patent Publication No. 2006-236906).

(d) Although the tool engagement portion 19 is hexagonal
in cross section in the above embodiment, the shape of the
tool engagement portion 19 is not however limited to such a
hexagonal cross-section shape. The tool engagement portion
19 may alternatively be formed into a Bi-HEX shape (modi-
fied dodecagonal shape) (according to ISO 22977: 2005(E))
or the like.

DESCRIPTION OF REFERENCE NUMERALS

1: Spark plug

2: Ceramic insulator (Insulator)

3: Metal shell

4: Axial hole

5: Center electrode

13: Leg portion

14: Engagement portion

15: Thread portion

21: Step portion

22: Plate packing

33: Clearance

CL1: Axis

The invention claimed is:

1. A spark plug, comprising:

a cylindrical insulator having an axial hole in an axis direc-
tion of the spark plug;

a center electrode inserted in a front end side of the axial
hole; and

a cylindrical metal shell arranged around an outer circum-
ferential surface of the insulator,

the metal shell having a thread portion formed on an outer
circumferential surface thereof for mounting of the
spark plug and a step portion formed on an inner circum-
ferential surface thereof,

the insulator having an engagement portion held on the step
portion of the metal shell via an annular plate packing
and aleg portion located front of the engagement portion
with a clearance left between an outer circumferential
surface of the leg portion and the inner circumferential
surface of the metal shell,

wherein the thread portion has a thread diameter of M12 or
smaller; and

wherein, assuming that: [ (mm) is a distance from a front
end of a contact region of the plate packing with the
metal shell toward the front in the axis direction; and A
(mm) is a size of the clearance in a direction perpendicu-
lar to the axis direction, when the clearance has a site
where the size A becomes 0.5 mm or smaller, the site of
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the clearance where the size A becomes 0.5 mm or
smaller is located at or rear of a position of 2 mm from
the front end of the contact region of the plate packing
with the metal shell toward the front in the axis direction,
and the spark plug satisfies a relationship of A=z[.x0.2+
0.2 (mm) within a range of 3.0=<[.=4.0.

2. The spark plug according to claim 1, wherein, assuming
that B (mm) is a thickness of the insulator in the direction
perpendicular to the axis direction, the spark plug satisfies a
relationship of Bz-0.2x.+1.8 (mm) within the range of
3.0=L=4.0.

3. The spark plug according to claim 1, wherein a radius
difference between an inner radius of an innermost circum-
ferential part of the step portion and an inner radius of an
outermost circumferential part of the contact region of the
step portion with the plate packing is 1.8 mm or larger.

4. The spark plug according to claim 2, wherein a radius
difference between an inner radius of an innermost circum-
ferential part of the step portion and an inner radius of an
outermost circumferential part of the contact region of the
step portion with the plate packing is 1.8 mm or larger.

#* #* #* #* #*
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